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This article introduces the Layer Analysis Method of the Yellow Emperor’s Inner Classic
text to revive its use in modern acupuncture and medicine. This is a crucial concept,
especially for the diagnosis and treatment of diseases by acupuncture. First, the rise
and decline of this method is explored. Second, the differentiation of this method is
described by symptoms, the affected organs, and the stage of the disease. Third, the
treatment method is summarized into four categories: (1) equipment, (2) technique,
(3) acupoint, and (4) pathology. The resemblance of the Layer Analysis Method to modern
clinical applications is worth examining. The sinew layer is especially fascinating with its
similarity to the Anatomy Trains’ track. The skin, vessel, muscle, and bone layers have
their respective resemblances to their counterparts in modern medicine. The holism
concept of traditional Chinese medicine (TCM) is demonstrated throughout the Layer
Analysis Method theory. In addition, the Layer Analysis Method of the Yellow Emperor’s
Inner Classic should be reconsidered and complemented by channel-collateral pattern
differentiation for acupuncturists to achieve better clinical results. Future research on
acupuncture should consider this theory with the channel-collateral pattern differentia-
tion theory.upuncture-Moxibustion and Tuina, Beijing University of Chinese Medicine, 11, North East Third Ring
0029, China.
B. Zhao).
4.02.004
acopuncture Institute.
332 Y.L. Goh et al.1. Introduction
The Yellow Emperor’s Inner Classic is the most important
text in the literature of traditional Chinese medicine (TCM),
which laid its foundation. It was completed by doctors and
medical theorists who used the names of the Yellow Em-
peror and his subordinates to form this manuscript of
questions and answers in medical knowledge [1]. The book
comprises two volumes: (1) “Basic Questions” and (2)
“Divine Pivot”, which introduced the yineyang theory, the
Five-Element theory, and the Channel-Collateral theory
that form the basis of TCM theory. After more than 2000
years, TCM has spread far beyond China [2].
SincePresidentNixon’s visit to China in 1972, acupuncture
has gained worldwide recognition [3]. The Channel-
Collateral theory is widely recognized as a diagnostic and
treatment tool in TCM, especially for acupuncture. However,
after millennia of development and change, certain impor-
tant ideas of the Yellow Emperor’s Inner Classic are declining
in influence. In a recent article, American researchers have
noticed the significance of the stratified anatomy of the 361
acupuncture points and have proposed a catalog of the
neuroanatomy and stratified anatomy for each point on all 14
channels [4]. This catalog corresponds to the Layer Analysis
Method of emphasizing the importance of the needling depth
during acupuncture. This article aims to share with readers
the Layer Analysis Method illustrated in the YellowEmperor’s
Inner Classic, which is a crucial concept for the diagnosis and
treatment of diseases by acupuncture.
2. The Layer Analysis Method
2.1. Rise and decline
TCM views the human body as structured in layers. Yineyang,
interior and exterior, ying-wei, zang-fu, and skin, vessel,
muscle, sinew, and bone are examples of the layers concept.
Skin, vessel, muscle, sinew, and bone are the most funda-
mental and most explicit structure of layers in the Yellow
Emperor’s Inner Classic. In the Yellow Emperor’s Inner
Classic, theuseof nineneedles fordifferent layers of diseases
hasbeenexplicitlydescribed.Thenineneedleswere themost
important treatment method that exhibited the clinical
importance of skin, vessel, muscle, sinew, and bone layers.
However, after the Yellow Emperor’s Inner Classic era
and after the rise of herbal therapies, there was a transi-
tion from the use of the nine needles to filiform needles.
This was primarily because of the relatively small and safe
use of filiform needles at that time in which disinfection
and sterilization were essentially absent. This narrowed the
number of acupuncture techniques, which paled in com-
parison to the colorful variety of techniques used during the
Yellow Emperor’s Inner Classic era. Hence, without the nine
needles, the gradual disappearance of the Layer Analysis
Method was inevitable [5].
2.2. Differentiation method
From the Yellow Emperor’s Inner Classic, we can summarize
three methods to differentiate the layers of diseases. First,each layer of skin, vessel, muscle, sinew, and bone displays
different symptoms. Diseases at the skin layer present
symptoms such as itchiness, numbness, insensitivity, and
temperature changes on the skin layer. Hyperpyrexia,
mania, abscesses, and sores are related to diseases at the
vessel layer. Muscle achiness, insensitivity, and flaccid pa-
ralysis belong to diseases at the muscle layer. Symptoms
such as spasms of the limbs, fixed pain, and nodules of the
sinew are diseases at the sinew layer. Heaviness of the
limbs, ostealgia, and so forth are diseases at the bone
layer. Second, the Five Element Theory states that skin,
vessel, muscle, sinew, and bone are related to different
organsenamely, the lungs, heart, spleen, liver, and kid-
neys, respectively. Hence, pathology of the organs can also
implicate their respective layers. Third, the stage of dis-
ease is also related to the layer at which the disease is
located. At the initial stage, a disease would usually be at a
more superficial layer, but at a later stage, the disease
would be at a deeper layer [5].
2.3. Treatment method
According to the Yellow Emperor’s Inner Classic, the
treatment method of the Layer Analysis Method could be
summed up into four important points: equipment, tech-
nique, acupoint, and pathology [5].
2.3.1. Equipment
The appropriate choice of equipment is essential for the
different layers of disease. As suggested in the Yellow
Emperor’s Inner Classic, the nine needles were designed for
different layers of the human structure. Chapter 7 of
“Divine Pivot” states: “The nine needles have their
different uses. They have individual applications according
to their length..Disease at the . ” [6]. It is clear that
during the Yellow Emperor’s Inner Classic era, the concept
of the Layer Analysis Method was prominent. Chapter 54 of
“Basic Questions” states: “Needling skin the first, needling
muscle the second, needling vessel the third, needling
sinew the fourth, needling bone the fifth, needling for
harmonizing yin-yang the sixth, needling for boosting
essence the seventh, needling for dispelling wind the
eighth, needling for unblocking the nine orifices the ninth.”
[7]. A systematic method for acupuncture treatment can be
observed during the Yellow Emperor’s Inner Classic era.
For modern acupuncturists, the first choice of equip-
ment would be the filiform needle. The other eight needles
are seldom used. Thus in modern society, filiform needles
would be the primary preference of equipment, regardless
of the layer. The depth of needling is inconsequential
relative to the channels and acupoints that are chosen. It
would enhance the effect of the treatment if the equip-
ment is accordingly chosen.
2.3.2. Technique
The choice of appropriate acupuncture and moxibustion
technique for the different layers is crucial for successfully
treating patients. In the “Divine Pivot”, there are various
emphases on the choice of techniques for the different
layers of diseases. For example, the nine needling methods,
the five needling methods, and the 12 needling methods
Figure 1 The five transport points with increasing depth.
Table 1 The eight influential points.
Eight influential points Corresponding acupoints
Zang influential LV 13
Fu influential RN 12
Qi influential RN 17
Blood influential BL 17
Sinew influential GB 34
Vessel influential LU 9
Bone influential BL 11
Marrow influential GB 39
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discuss the techniques for treating different layers of dis-
eases. Needling techniques such as transverse needling and
direct subcutaneous needling were mostly used for treating
diseases at the skin and for superficial pathogenic qi.
Intramuscular needling and superficial needling at the
muscle layer were used for treating pathogens between
muscles and at the muscle layer. Blood-letting techniques
such as collateral needling and repeated shallow needling
were mostly used to treat diseases at the vessel layer.
Lateral needling and fire needling techniques that were
applied mostly to the sinew nodules regions were used to
treat pathogens at the sinew layer. Deeper needling tech-
niques that reach the bone layer such as short needling,
transport needling, and bone spur grinding were used to
treat diseases at the bone layer. In the same chapter, the
five needling methods were specifically highlighted as a
technique to treat diseases at the five layers (i.e., skin,
vessel, muscle, sinew, and bone). For example, “half
needling” was used for the skin layer, “leopard spot
needling” was used for the vessel layer, “triple directional
needling” was used for the muscle layer, “joint needling”
was used for the sinew layer, and “transport needling” was
used for the bone layer. In fact, the five needling methods
were the principle treatments for diseases at the skin,
vessel, muscle, sinew, and bone layers. However, it was
unfortunate that later generations simplified the five
needling method to treating just the five organs. Hence,
there was no further development of the five needling
methods to reveal their clinical importance.
Moxibustion treatment in ancient times differed in the
strength and duration of the fire and in the age of the moxa
floss. These would vary according to the layer of the disease
so that the effect of moxibustion could reach the appro-
priate layer [5].
Many modern acupuncturists are unfamiliar with the
nine needling methods and the five needling methods
described by the Yellow Emperor’s Inner Classic. It would
be beneficial for modern acupuncturists to be exposed to
the different kinds of needling methods to increase the
effectiveness of treatments.
2.3.3. Acupoints
The choice of a suitable acupoint or area is an important
segment in addition to the choice of equipment and tech-
nique. Various acupoints have the characteristics of layering.
For example, luo-connecting points’ channel qi is relatively
superficial,whereascleft points’ channelqi is relatively deep.
The five transport pointsdjing-well point, ying-spring
point, shu-stream point, jing-river point, and he-sea
pointdalso have certain characteristics of layering
whereby the points go from shallow (jing-well point) to
deep (he-sea point) (Fig. 1).
In addition, chapter 45 of the Classic of Difficult Issues
text, which was written around the same era, mentioned
eight influential points; this reflected the reliance of acu-
points on the Layer Analysis Method for treatment [8].
Three of the eight influential points were named the
“vessel influential” (LU 9), the “sinew influential” (GB 34),
and the “bone influential” (BL 11), which indicate the
importance of layering. Table 1 gives an overview of the
eight influential points.2.3.4. Pathology
The pathology at different layers is also important for the
choice of various treatment methods. Chapter 78 of the
“Divine Pivot” states that “diseases from vessel should be
treated by moxibustion and needling, diseases from the
sinew should be treated by heated medicated compression,
diseases from the muscle should be treated by bian stone.”
[6]. Hence, the pathology at different layers have their
prioritized treatments.
3. Discussion
Because of the transition from using the nine needles to
using filiform needles, the aforementioned Layer Analysis
Method gradually became forgotten. To date, the channel-
collateral pattern differentiation is the most renowned
diagnostic technique used by TCM practitioners and acu-
puncturists. However, the use of layer analysis differenti-
ation is also important for acupuncture. The Layer Analysis
Method is used in many modern applications, although it is
not explicitly stated in textbooks or many classics. By
drawing resemblances with modern applications, students
can cultivate the Layer Analysis Method differentiation
perspective and actively utilize this differentiation diag-
nostic method to complement the channel-collateral
pattern differentiation method and achieve a greater
therapeutic effect.
3.1. Resemblance to modern clinical applications
It is important to examine the resemblance of the Layer
Analysis Method to some modern clinical applications.
Examining the theory would propel more research in
334 Y.L. Goh et al.related fields. However, the authors chose the examples
below through familiarity or personal clinical experiences.
There are plentiful instances that could be used.
3.1.1. Skin layer
A clear display of the skin layer in the Layer Analysis Method
would be for the treatment of dermatological diseases. The
skin layer is the most superficial layer that is readily visible.
Modern dermatological diseases can be viewed from the
skin layer based on the Layer Analysis Method. Symptoms
exhibited on the skin can be linked to the pathology of the
internal organs. Common symptoms such as rash and boils
can result from lung-fire, which can be treated by dis-
charging the heat. On the other hand, symptoms such as
numbness and insensitivity can result from stagnated flow
of qi-blood, which can be relieved by invigorating the
blood. The presence of skin abnormalities helps doctors to
differentiate a patient’s pattern syndrome.
3.1.2. Vessel layer
A good illustration of the vessel layer in the Layer Analysis
Method would be blood-letting. Blood-letting has been used
since the Yellow Emperor’s Inner Classic era. It is an
effective method to obtain immediate results. For
example, plum blossom needling is a popular method to
treat the common cold, hyperpyrexia, sores, and boils. It
relieves the heat of the human body by letting out the
blood [9].Figure 2 Comparison of fascial plane (A) (based on3.1.3. Muscle layer
A demonstration of the muscle layer in the Layer Analysis
Method is the treatment of fibromyalgia, which essentially
can be viewed as a disease primarily of the muscle layer.
The use of tai chi to relieve the symptoms of fibromyalgia is
worthy of more exploration. In Sweden, Wang et al [10]
reported a randomized trial of tai chi for fibromyalgia.
Their results indicate that tai chimay be a useful treatment
approach in the multidisciplinary management of fibromy-
algia. The use of the Layer Analysis Method to view the
disease at a particular layer could widen a practitioner’s
scope of treatment since different layers can have their
prioritized treatment methods such as tai chi for
fibromyalgia.3.1.4. Sinew layer
Examinations of the sinew layer would be an inspection
with the Anatomy Trains’ tracks and treatment of a frozen
shoulder. The sinew layer has been explored thoroughly by
many practitioners, including western counterparts (some
of whom had no prior knowledge of acupuncture). For
example, Thomas Myers, the author of Anatomy Trains:
Myofascial Meridians for Manual and Movement Therapists,
summarized his lifelong clinical experiences with fascia. It
was intriguing to observe that the Anatomy Trains tracks
bear a substantial similarity to the channels of acupunc-
ture. Myers had also observed this similarity and compared
the two in an appendix in his book (Fig. 2) [11]. It would beMyers, 2001) and the bladder meridian (B) [11].
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Myers are extremely similar to the sinew layer (i.e., the
channel sinews [经筋]) in acupuncture. Much research has
been performed on the fascia layer and channel sinews
[12]. It would be enlightening to bring Myers’s Anatomy
Trains and the channel sinews of acupuncture together for
closer examination. One concept was developed from
careful palpation, clinical experiences, and modern
anatomical knowledge, whereas the other concept was
developed more than 2000 years ago through careful
palpation and clinical experiences, but without modern
anatomical knowledge. To complement one with the other
for treatment appears promising.
Fasciaology is an exciting field for many people. Fascia
forms a continuous tensional network throughout the
human body; it covers and connects every single organ,
every muscle, and every nerve or tiny muscle fiber. Fascia-
related disorders such as a frozen shoulder could be treated
by mobilization under anesthetic or arthroscopic arthrolysis
[13]. Such treatments are similar to acupotomology, which
is a modern development of acupuncture applications. Both
mechanisms of arthroscopic arthrolysis and acupotomology
are based on loosening the adhesion. The sinew layer could
be carefully examined with the fascia to revive and link the
knowledge from the Yellow Emperor’s Inner Classic with
modern medicine.
3.1.5. Bone layer
The bone layer in the Layer Analysis Method could be
considered when treating osteoarthropathies such as knee
osteoarthritis and certain types of low back pain. Patient
feedback indicates that tapping lightly onto the bone sur-
face with the needle tip produces a significant needling
sensation. This would enhance the effectiveness of the
treatment. Hence, when treating bone layer diseases,
practitioners could consider using the needle tip to tap onto
the bone to enhance the therapeutic effect. Such is an
example whereby the Layer Analysis Method could be used
to direct the treatment method.
3.2. Holism concept
On careful examination, the Layer Analysis Method of TCM
actually bears a substantial similarity to modern clinical
applications. When the Yellow Emperor’s Inner Classic text
was written more than 2000 years ago, it was based on the
clinical experience of healing human beings. With the vast
improvement of knowledge in anatomy, physiology, and
pathology, etc., modern cliniciansdboth western medicine
and TCMdare able to examine the different layers of
human body to diagnose and treat disease. The resem-
blance of the Layer Analysis Method in the Yellow Em-
peror’s Inner Classic and certain modern clinical
applications can be explained by the fact that the same
subject is under study (i.e., the human body), which has
always been the key focus of the therapies.
The Layer Analysis Method is not widely recognized in
the TCM practice. Because of historical circumstances, this
important method has faded away. In fact, many modern
acupuncturists do not know of the existence of such a
crucially important concept. However, on examining fromthis perspective, numerous modern clinical applications of
TCM and western medicine should be expected to contain
the Layer Analysis Method.
3.3. Channel-collateral pattern differentiation
method
The use of the channel-collateral pattern differentiation
method in acupuncture applications is widely known in
modern medicine. It involves the understanding and
knowledge of the 12 channels, the 15 collaterals, and so
forth [14]. It could be viewed as the vertical or longitudinal
perspective of the human body, whereas the Layer Analysis
Method could be viewed as the lateral or in-depth
perspective of the human body. The two concepts do not
contradict each other. In fact, both methods could be used
simultaneously to achieve the best therapeutic effect.
3.4. Conclusion
The current development of medical research is in the di-
rection of the microscopic level. Acupuncturists must not
forget the most fundamental concept of holism in TCM. Be
it skin, vessel, muscle, sinew, or bone, what is lacking is
perhaps a connecting thread for the applications of the
various layers. The splendid results from all five layers
would be enhanced by a thread that binds them together
(i.e., the Layer Analysis Method). Thus, the Layer Analysis
Method of the Yellow Emperor’s Inner Classic is an impor-
tant concept that should be reconsidered by acupuncturists
in modern medicine.
3.5. Future directions
On understanding the Layer Analysis Method of the Yellow
Emperor’s Inner Classic, acupuncture could be viewed from
an alternative perspective to a more widely recognized
method of channel-collateral pattern differentiation. The
Layer Analysis Method and the channel-collateral pattern
differentiation could be combined to complement each
other. This would be exceptionally useful for acupuncture
practice and for other therapies such as structural inte-
gration, chiropractic, massage, and yoga to broaden the
diagnosis and treatment systems of each therapy.Disclosure statement
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